1. Tuesday, 5 November 2024
Saughton House and Microsoft Teams



Present:
Paul Lowe (PL), Chief Executive (Chair)
[bookmark: _Hlk181805948]Brendan Callaghan (BC), Director of Operational Delivery
Adam Dearnley (AD), Director of Finance
Phil Taylor (PT), Non Executive Advisor
Alan Hampson (AH), Director of Policy and Practice
Eleanor Ryan (ER), Non Executive Advisor
Jonathan Taylor (JT), Head of Executive Office
Zahid Deen (ZD), Director of Transformation and Corporate Services
Richard Morris (RM), Non Executive Advisor
Marliese Richmond (MR), Corporate Planning and Governance Manger (Minutes) 

In Attendance:  
Andrew Mackie (AM), Head of Environment & Forestry Sponsorship Hub (Scottish Government)
Bob Frost (BF), Head of Forests for People
Amy Nicholson (AN), Communities and Urban Woodlands Advisor

Apologies:
James Stuart, Non Executive Advisor
 
1. Welcome and declarations of interest 

1.1 PL welcomed Adam Dearnley, new Director of Finance, to the meeting and introductions were made.

1.2 There were no declarations of interest.

1.3 Minutes and actions of previous meeting: The draft minutes to 2.7.2024 were accepted.

1.4 Updates on existing Action Points:

	[bookmark: _Hlk180587023]Ref
	Meeting
	Action
	Lead / Staff Member
	Target Date
	Status Update

	AP14/23
	Dec 23
	Woodland Creation MI project – JF/MA to Develop MI to take into account feedback from SAG members. Update requested back to future SAG.
	JF/MA
	2024
	Agreed to be closed – Update proposed to Dec or early 2025 SAG 

	AP20/23
	Dec 23
	Deep dive into Risk/Contingency Planning as a whole for SF at either AAC or future SAG. JT/MR to schedule.
	JT/MR
	Dec/early 2025
	Agreed to be scheduled and closed 

	AP3/24
	July 24
	Update to the SAG on the Women into Leadership work, Marelle and colleagues to explore setting up an anonymous feedback form (2 -3 weeks ahead) to gain up to date insights and provide a summary of work so far. 
	MD/ZD
	Dec or early 2025 SAG meeting
	Agreed to be closed – Discussion at EB planned Nov 24, followed by SAG discussion in Dec 24 or early 2025. ER noted that any update should include a discussion on wider equalities issues that link to this topic. 

	AP4/24
	July 24
	Schedule a discussion at a future SAG meeting on managing stakeholder perceptions of forestry, and what Scottish Forestry/the sector was doing to address the concerns and how to best present the benefits that forestry delivers.
	JT
	SAG meeting in 2025.
	Agreed to be closed – Schedule SAG discussion in 2025, proposed for June meeting.

	AP5/24
	July 24
	Provide an update to the SAG later in the year on the progress with the Learning for Casework Project. 
	Improvement Conservator, ZD/BC
	Update at next SAG  meeting (Dec)
	Closed - Update proposed for  future SAG meeting


[bookmark: _Hlk117839032]

1.5  CEO Update  

· UK Budget:  The UK Budget had been announced and it appeared would result in additional consequential capital and resource funding for Scotland. However this extent of this was unclear at present and decisions on its use had not yet been made. This was accompanied by confirmation by the UK Government that the ring fenced status for agricultural and rural payments (£593M) would be removed. The loss of this status had potential future risks for the availability of funding within the portfolio. The Scottish Government emergency spending control measures still continued to be in place. Stakeholders continued to press for further funding, and CONFOR had written to the Cabinet Secretary seeking clarification as to what the UK Budget meant for forestry funding. The Executive Team would continue to assess and manage the cumulative impact of this year’s cuts and pay deal, and how to reflect this in our narrative to Ministers and finance colleagues in relation to the 25/26 budget process.
· Tax Relief:   Another notable aspect of the UK Budget were announced changes to inheritance tax relief. This would potentially affect agriculture and business asset tax relief in certain instances. 
· Tree Health: Work on monitoring Ips Typographus in 24/25 concluded in September, with no further beetles found, which was extremely positive news. Further enhanced monitoring would commence in the Spring of 2025, advice from Forest Research was that the enhanced monitoring should take place for a total of three years. Separately discussions with officials in the ROI and the sector were ongoing re restrictions on the west coast Pest Free Area and the future of the temporary importation restrictions. Traceback work was near completion to determine where the pest originated
· Evolving Business Services:  PL noted that the  Evolving Business Services Programme had successfully concluded and he thanked all involved for delivering a range of successful outcomes. 



2.  2023/24 Woodland Creation – Lessons Learned

2.1   BC and ZD provided a presentation on the lessons learned from the 2023/24 Woodland Creation session.

There was an initial discussion on the impact of cuts to woodland creation grants for the current budget year. It was noted that current funding would permit around 9,000 ha of woodland creation. Pilot work was being undertaken with some applicants who may be interested in using woodland carbon code money alongside a reduced grant rate. 

BC noted that for 24/25, his team are expecting to approve in the order of 10-11ha in total. However he noted that the budget reduction did appear to be impacting investor confidence which may impact applicant volumes.  	

ZD took SAG through the presentation. Points highlighted were:  

· Strong applicant demand and the fruition of larger schemes were suggested as key factors.  Other aspects include maximising the use of budget and end of year extension to the claims window. Some schemes planned for the following year were also commenced in 23-24 and partially claimed for. Good weather in the main planting window seems to have also helped.   
· The multiyear nature of many applications made it more challenging to pinpoint specific silver bullet solutions or interventions. However, improved approaches and ways of working, including new casework related staff; increasing experience profile of staff, learning opportunities; and reconfiguring of the triaging of cases have been identified as contributing to mobilising WC.
· It was highlighted that the balancing of staff time between WC and regulation activities remained an issue with prioritisation towards WC, this was not sustainable. 
· It however was anticipated that due to international factors and reduced budget that woodland creation rates would plateau rather than increase towards 18,000 ha per year, this to some extent reduced the risk above. However it also resulted in increasing challenges in reaching net zero. Reduced investor confidence was being seen and it would take years to rebuild higher levels of woodland creation after the budget cuts if funding was re-instated in the future. 
· Identified areas to explore in the future included sharing and adopting good practice across Conservancies; proactive pipeline management; and greater consideration given to size of schemes should the process be one size fits all. 
· Confor feedback indicated that they felt applications had been processed faster, that fewer issues in relation to schemes were being flagged and the claims extension had been helpful. 
 
2.2 Non Executives advised that it was important to undertake lessons learned activity, noting this had been a helpful exercise which should be built upon. The following observations were made:-
· The use of data was important - agreement on how to obtain accurate data, which data to collect, standardising data. Did data gaps still exist? These were felt to be ongoing challenges for the MI project. 
· Were Conservancies effectively and appropriately sharing and adopting best practice? Was their scope to enhance the adoption of more consistent approaches. It was noted that aspects of this work were being taken forward through the improvement project, future forestry grant scheme work and training. It was also noted that the creation of the new woodland creation and regulation role, currently held by Cameron Maxwell and the work of SOG further supported this agenda. 
· Were the budget reductions in 24/25 likely to impact the implementation of lessons learned. It was noted that many of the lessons learned would continue to be relevant, the main issues were investor confidence and likely impact on applicant demand and a need to more closely manage the prioritisation of applications if demand were to exceed budget availability. 
· Larger schemes account for 50% of area. Scottish Ministers are pressing for small projects, which presents a dichotomy as large schemes are those that deliver the greatest impact.  
· Some demand was being driven by maturation of the Woodland Carbon Code(WCC). If the WCC enters the UK Emissions Trading Scheme, this will likely drive the market values.  
· A UK Taskforce on Tree Planting is being established, and SF working with DEFRA on this; PL and Cab Sec would be attending the first meeting.
· It was acknowledged that the factors affecting woodland creation over recent years had been complex.  

[bookmark: _Hlk181948902]3.  Update on Public Sector Reform.  
  
3.1  Andrew Mackie, Head of Environment & Forestry Sponsorship Hub in Scottish Government, provided a presentation on Public Sector Reform, and the work being undertaken under the Environment and Economy Leaders Group.  

The First Minister had set out 4 priorities for government - eradicate child poverty;  work with business and industry to grow the economy; invest in net zero and deliver stronger public services.  There was cross party support for a Public Sector Reform programme, which had been underway for several years against a 10 year delivery horizon.  

A central SG Public Sector Reform Team was s charged with designing the plan for SG, and engagement across its 131 Public bodies.  This was being undertaken cross 4 workstreams of:

· CONVENE: A common vision across the public sector for achieving sustainable public services. This covered both long term reform and cashable short term savings – but it was noted this may be difficult to achieve as change often needs initial investment.  
· SAVE: Identifying where the Scottish Government and public bodies can deliver clear and quantifiable cashable savings, support the longer-term approach to reformed services.  Clear focus set out on savings and cost avoidance. Looking at rationalising the footprint of our land/buildings estate, although this was complex as there are properties across many agencies, as well as Local Authorities and NHS.
· ENABLE: Creating the conditions for systemic reform, removing barriers to change and establishing ways that the public can see, understand, and influence the changes. A consultation exercise was considering what leads to silo working and what stops change.  Looking to develop a more flexible approach to enable improved cross working, to help share expertise, and to assist staff to develop their careers across organisations.  
· ALIGN: Drive policy coherence and consistency across significant policy led reforms that will shape the future service landscape.  
The SAG members discussed that even within a 10 year timescale there needed to be a focus on whether you prioritise short term savings or longer term reform. It would be important to learn the lessons of previous structural reviews undertaken across government.  Reform was not a one off event, but a series of constant improvements.  

The presentation highlighted that the Permanent Secretary was keen to adopt a system leadership approach. There was a focus on communities, place based approaches and enabling communities to influence their landscape.  

NEAs observed that prevention should be prioritised – but it was acknowledged that this does not align well with  single year budgeting. It was also observed that Multi year budgets could better enable savings to be made, allowing a pipeline approach to programmes as staff build up their expertise.  

The Environment and Economy Leaders Group (EELG) arose from a previous Public Sector Reform (PSR) review and had been in in operation since 2015.  It is a collaborative group involving the main public bodies contributing to Scotland’s environment and land use policy.  This included SEPA, Nature Scot, Zero Waste Scotland, the National Parks, and Environmental Standards Scotland. Both SF and FLS were members.   

The governance structure for the environmental aspect of the Public Sector Review had been created around EELG which was looking to “establish new ways of working and look for opportunities (via collaboration) for how collective resources could best support efficient and effective delivery of environment outcomes”.  Various workstreams on areas such as people/workforce/culture, digital transformation/data and procurement have been set up, and have representatives across the agencies working together.  AM clarified that Marine Scotland and RPID/ARE were also represented.  It was noted that shared services could be developed further, where flexible, but evidence suggests, material financial savings are unlikely in the short to medium term. 

AM also noted the report by the Independent Advisor which was circulated to SAG and discussed in detail.  SAG fed back the following points.  
· A temporary team was taking some of this work forward, but this required a longer term resourcing solution.
· Learn lessons from other organisations such as the experience in Natural Resources Wales.  
· It was suggested that there could be a focus on projects with fewer existing barriers.  In relation to Data for example, the group could coalesce around a new data set eg LIDAR.  If a group approach was taken, this would justify the monies to secure it and utilise it.   
· It was felt the tensions which can arise from joint decision making and seeking to align business processes did not come out clearly in the Independent Advisor Report.  Many IT systems work around single decision making structures which would make them difficult to integrate.
 
· Seeking to align accountabilities and responsibilities could also bring tensions, as these are based on legislation.  It was suggested that previous work on the mapping of interactions of legislative requirements of EELG statutory bodies should be reviewed.

Action:  Seek to reflect Public Sector Reform and Place Based Approaches where appropriate in the SF Corporate and Annual Business Plans.  

4.  Urban woodlands and benefits for local people and communities

Amy Nicholson, Communities and Urban Woodlands Advisor, gave a presentation on Urban and Peri Urban Woodlands.  This set the scene for a discussion on this topic at the next National Stakeholder Group Meeting on 14.11.24.

The forthcoming National Stakeholder Group would be attended by the Cabinet Secretary. It  had been 10 years since a Scottish Minister has hosted an event on urban forestry, it was a measure of the growing recognition of the role that forests and woodlands have on communities and wellbeing.

The SAG Members discussed the forthcoming event and the following points were made:
· Community Benefits:  Community based work was important in countering increasingly negative attitude towards forestry, and helped people to understand the positive benefits of forestry.  

· Role of SF:  It was essential that SF understands and articulates what we want our role to be in this space, so we are not pulled in different directions.  The Forestry Strategy provides a focus on urban woodland but stakeholders want that better defined,: are SF an enabler, a planner, a funder?  It was noted that while 60% of all woods have plans, only 25% of urban wooded areas have plans in place.

· Partnership Working:  There was a need to better understand how SF could complement the work of other stakeholders and work in an aligned way.  Partnerships were key, forest initiatives such as the Clyde; Forth; and Fife Climate Forests enable access to forests for half of Scotland’s population and maximise project management capacity.  The vital role of Local Authorities was also noted.
  
· Funding:  As well as supporting direction on the ground through partnership working, SF was a key source of funding at around  £600K each year.  

· Woodland Creation in Urban Areas:  It was queried how the process for urban WC was different, and whether staff in Conservancies have the skills to work in both fields.  It was clarified that much of the regulatory and grant management was around ensuring access to new WC sites, particularly of woodlands on the edge of small towns.  Staff have a good understanding of requirements and help facilitate this process.  
 
· Prioritisation of Projects and Maximising Benefits:  It was questioned how SF could contribute to ensure the delivery of greatest benefits.  It was felt future activities could be focused in areas which are the most deprived according to Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation, particularly areas within walking distance of schools.  IIt was noted that the Drumchapel project had demonstrated the major role that community based woodlands could have on deprived communities. It was also suggested that further collaboration with NHS colleagues to establish woodlands on NHS estate should be built on.  There was considerable evidence of health benefits of woodlands for both patients and staff, and easy access to woodlands facilitates preventative measures such as Social Prescribing and Green Exercise.  

· Risks:  It was felt the paper underplays some of the reputational risks in relation to the need to maintain community assets . Urban woodlands were particularly at risk due to absence of Forest Plans and lack of continuity in staffing/funding.

· Planning:  There should be greater collaboration with planning partners to use tools such as GIS Mapping to pinpoint where urban woodlands could be used to tackle problems such as pollution and flood water management. 

Action:  AN/BF to take these areas of feedback and pull these points out as part of the conversations at National Stakeholder Meeting.  

5.  Updating Terms of Reference

MR/JT highlighted that the SAG Terms of Reference will be refreshed and draft updated version will be circulated for comment.  
[bookmark: _Hlk117845702]
Action: To circulate the revised SAG ToR for comment. 

6.   AOCB and Close 

There was no AOCB. 
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Summary of Actions from the meeting 

Actions points run sequentially  from the start of the Calander year for example the first action point for a meeting taking place in January 2024 would read AP1/Jan24. Subsequent action points will run sequentially  from that point and then the month of the meeting should always be referenced. 

	Ref
	Meeting
	Action
	Lead / Staff Member
	Target Date
	Status

	AP6/24
	November 2024
	Action:  Seek to reflect Public Sector Reform and Place Based Approaches where appropriate in the SF Corporate and Annual Business Plans.  
	JT
	Early 2025
	Open – work underway

	[bookmark: _Hlk152686327]AP7/24
	November 2024
	Action:  AN/BF to take these areas of feedback and pull these points out as part of the conversations at National Stakeholder Meeting.
	AN/BF
	November 2024
	Completed

	AP8/24
	November 2024
	Action: To circulate the revised SAG ToR for comment.
	MR/JT
	December
	Open 
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